Living Free of Cervical Cancer is Up to You
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Much has been written about the scourge of cancer and the toll it has taken on families and communities. We’ve all heard heartbreaking stories of individuals taken from the world in their prime due to this insidious disease.

Today, however, I write a message about cancer that has to do with hope and freedom, as well as individual responsibility.

That message is that women’s lives can be free of cervical cancer, due to exciting medical advances. This is good news because cervical cancer kills about 4,000 American women each year. Cervical cancer also can cause disability, financial hardship and the inability to bear children among the 10,000 women diagnosed each year. African-American women are 50 percent more likely to die from cervical cancer than white women, mostly because African-American women lack access to cervical cancer early detection and prevention measures.

Women must begin to take advantage of the simple measures they can take to stop cervical cancer. Right now, focus on yourself and your health, and set aside everything else you need to do for later.

Cervical cancer can be stopped by three simple measures.

The first and most well known of these measures is the Pap test, a simple procedure that has already significantly reduced cervical cancer deaths since its introduction in the 1950s. The Pap test detects abnormal changes in cervical cells caused by the human papillomavirus (HPV), which is transmitted through sexual activity. All women must receive regular Pap tests, starting within three years of their first sexual experience. The Pap test should repeated at least every three years.

It’s important to understand that HPV infection is very common and usually causes no harm. However, in a small percentage of cases, HPV can cause cell changes leading to cancer. The Pap test detects these cell changes, so that doctors can treat them at an early stage, significantly improving the chances for continued good health.

Supplementing the Pap test is a relatively new second measure called the HPV test, which detects the presence of HPV. This test is often recommended for women age 30 and older and for women with abnormal or inconclusive Pap test results. This test solidifies the safety net against cervical cancer.

The third measure is different from the first two. Rather than detecting cervical cell changes or HPV, the cervical cancer vaccine prevents HPV infection from occurring in the first place. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) generally recommends the vaccine for girls and young women between the ages of 9 to 26 because most women receive HPV infection during their teen years or early to mid 20s. More than 3 million women in the U.S. have received the vaccine, which is approved for use in more than 70 countries.

It’s important for parents of teens to talk about the vaccine with their daughters’ doctors and to discuss the benefits of the vaccine with their daughters. This discussion can open the door to a broader discussion about sex and the morals and responsibilities associated with it.

Take care of your and your family’s health
Medical experts expect the Pap test, the HPV test, and the cervical cancer vaccine to reduce cervical cancer cases and deaths significantly in the coming years. Right now, take the simple steps to eliminate cervical cancer from your family. I encourage you to contact your doctor today.

Dr. Deleshia Kinney is a Springfield general practitioner and a medical advisor for Illinois Women Against Cervical Cancer, a group of concerned individuals and organizations including The Urban League of Champaign County, Springfield and Tri-County (Peoria); the Illinois Department of Public Health Center for Minority Health Services; and the Illinois Public Health Association. The group’s goal is to eliminate cervical cancer by educating women about prevention and early detection. To learn more or for help finding a physician, call 1-866-792-HEALTH (1-866-792-4325) or visit www.livecancerfree.org
